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What Is Relevant 1n General and
Liberal Education
by

BENJAMIN

E.

MAYS

Few men are wise enough to know the exact kind of curriculum
or contents of a general or liberal education which we might adopt
now that will be wholly adequate for every student, to say nothing of
five or ten years from today. Many curricula, methods and programs
of education which were accepted by many as law and gospel or
scientific realities years ago have either been discarded or are under
heavy criticism in 1970 by those who are supposed to know. This holds
true, of course, of educators who were considered experts in yesteryears.
I come, therefore, not as an expert in any particular field of
education, because thirty-three of my professional years were spent
as an administrator-dean and college president. Although changes
in education are taking place all the time, I do not subscribe to the
theory that everything we did in yesteryears was bad or nonproductive in preparing our students for life, not everything we are
doing now is out of joint and not every change we make for the future
will be valuable under close scrutiny tomorrow. But we have no
choice but to try to make our educational programs more and more
adequate for our students in our time.
We hear a great deal today about relevant education. We often
hear our students say that this course or this curriculum is not relevant to our needs. They are all too often right. Our courses of study
should meet the current needs of our students and prepare them as
m uch as possible to do the work of the world that needs to be done.
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But it is not always easy to determine when a course or curriculum
is relevant. We need to ask the question, relevant to what? It is easy
to see how courses in engineering or courses in medicine, law, accounting or teaching may bear directly upon making a student a
better engineer, surgeon, lawyer, accountant or a better teacher. But
courses not so directly related to these skills and professions, not so
directly related to making a living, may be very relevant to life itself.
For clarity I draw a distinction between knowledge that is relevant
to making a living and knowledge that is relevant to life itself, knowing
full well that knowledge that is relevant to making a living has to be
relevant also to life itself. It is probably true that a thorough knowledge of Shakespeare or Homer, or knowledge of philosophy, social
science, and the humanities may not necessarily make an engineer
build a better bridge or make the surgeon more skilled in his surgery,
an accountant more competent on his job or a pilot more precise in
piloting and landing the plane; but knowledge of these disciplines
will broaden one's educational horizon, enrich his life and in many
instances may make him a better man, a more humane person, and
one more concerned with the welfare of others. In one sense every
subject can be relevant to life.
Let me emphasize this point from another point of view. You
know, I know, every literate, honest man knows that the contributions the black man has made to the life and development of this
nation have largely been excluded from our history and largely ignored
by white authors and Negro authors as well. Much of the research
on the black man that has been done was done with a bias, designed
to paint the Negro in an unfavorable light. Within recent years there
is, however, a great emphasis in our colleges and universities on Black
Studies, Black History, Black Art, etc. Are these studies relevant?
It all depends upon how you look at it. I do not believe that
Black Studies of themselves will make a man a better corporation
lawyer, a better mathematician, a better chemist, or a better physicist.
But if Black Studies give the Negro or black student a better understanding of his forebears, a deeper appreciation of what black people
have contributed to the United States and to the world, and thus
enable him to be proud of what he is, apologizing to nobody, not even
to God for what he is, and enable him further to walk the earth with
dignity and sane pride, then Black Studies are relevant to his life.
If, on the other hand, Black Studies open the eyes and minds
of white students so that they too will know that the cards have been
stacked against the black man and the dice loaded against him and
they now see the contributions of the black people in their true light,
helping them to overcome some of their prejudices and reduce
racism, then Black Studies are relevant even if they make no contribution to the pocketbook. If both the black students and the white
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students are made better human beings by the invasion of the traditional curriculum with good stiff courses in Black Studies, they are
relevant to life. And such courses should not be set up for black
students only but should be a part of the regular curriculum as all
other disciplines are and made available to all students in the college.
Though paying special attention to the needs of black students in our
colleges, education is not a game for separatists and segregationists.
Knowledge is indivisible. Such courses should not be made a part of
the curriculum merely under the pressure of black students but mainly
because American education is incomplete and inadequate without a
true appraisal of the contributions minority groups have made to
American life in science, art, literature, education, sports and religion.
Honesty in the educational endeavor should require it and not pressure from blacks. Unfortunately most colleges and universities have
had to be pressured into providing courses in Black Studies. I hope
that by the time the pressure is lifted, Black Studies will be so interlaced, interwoven and interturned with the curriculum of the college
or university that never again will this discipline be lost sight of.
Whether a curriculum is relevant and adaptable to meet the needs
of a rapidly changing society depends almost wholly upon those of
us who teach. When students complain about irrelevant courses, they
are often complaining about irrelevant teachers, teachers who are
unable to adopt new methods and new ways of doing things and unable
to adapt themselves to change.
In an age of emphasis on relevancy when our students are prone
to set aside disciplines which to them are irrelevant, I make bold
to assert that knowledge is good for its own sake even when it is
never used directly in the a rt of making a living. Our faculties should
see to it that this emphasis is not lost sight of, however drastic the
change may be in an effort to gear the curriculum to what the students demand and what the occupational world requires. To be able
to enjoy the best in music, art, literature, and science is not a mere
luxury to be enjoyed but an experience to enrich life and to make man
better. There is no dichotomy here. In the hands of a gifted, creative
and imaginative teacher every course can be made relevant and more
and more relevant to fit the urgency of the changing times.
Despite this rather optimistic note of relevance in subject matter,
it is predicted by some experts that the present decade 1970 to 1980
will witness changes in the economy that will require drastic changes
in the curriculum of general and liberal education. Andrew F. Brimmer, member of the Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System,
speaking at Atlanta University recently pointed out some of the things
that will occur in the 1970's that will have significant consequences
for our college curriculum and produce a shift in the kind of skills
required. For a long time, there has been a shortage of classroom
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personnel, especially in elementary and secondary education. If the
recent entry pattern in this profession continues there will be a surplus
of elementary and secondary school teachers, perhaps more pronounced
among Negroes. Even in the scientific fields, Brimmer predicts that
there may also be a surplus of mathematicians and life scientists,
especially biologists, if students continue to concentrate in these fields
in the same ratio as in past years.
Predicted further is the likelihood that shortages will occur in the
1970's in chemistry, geology, geophysics, engineering, health occupations, and shortages in medicine, including physicians and dentists.
Potential shortages may occur in such areas as counseling, social work,
urban planning, and a number of occupations involved in the planning
and administration of state and local governments. These changes will
fall heavily upon all colleges and universities but especially upon the
small colleges and particularly upon Negro colleges where resources
are meager. New opportunity in several fields will require large
investments in qualified faculty and instructional equipment. In the
areas where surpluses occur, the colleges and industry may be called
upon to train the surplus people to acquire skills in other areas. That
changes can occur quickly, may be seen in physics. A few years ago
physicists were in short supply whereas today my colleagues in education tell me that they are relatively easy to come by in 1970.
I suppose there is a constant factor in education which teachers
should strive to perpetuate and that is to try to stimulate sound thinking in our students and develop their minds so that they will be able
to qualify quickly for new work when shifts and changes in the economy
so dictate. This may be one of the reasons why we should hold fast
to general and liberal education in addition to specialization in a
particular area, one of the reasons we should be slow to eliminate
courses which are considered by some to be irrelevant.
There was a time when colleges and universities were too ivory
tower, too far removed from the people in the community, even from
the poor and minority groups a few hundred yards from their campuses.
I believe that day is gone and will hardly return. Without anyway
dulling the edge of scholarly production and emphasis on research,
it is my considered judgment that college and university courses should
be related to community problems not for the sheer sake of knowing
but for the sake of contributing solutions to community problems
and also to bridge the social gap between institutions of higher learning and the most needy people in the community.
I do not know enough about the many disciplines to suggest how
this relationship can be established. But it seems to me that no student
should be allowed to earn an A.B. or B.S. degree without somewhere
along the way having been given an opportunity to engage in some
meaningful community activity that will broaden his wcial vision and
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will be helpful to the people in a particular community. And I mean
something that is more significant and more relevant than merely teaching a Sunday School class in a church or helping a high school boy with
his French or mathematics. This relationship should not be left to
chance nor be haphazardly done but it should be a part of the curriculum planning of the junior college, technical school, college or
university. Such an attachment should commit a part of the resources
of the institution to a program designed to help the community in
every way it can.
I am sure that such a commitment can be more easily carried
out in the social sciences, but I am equally convinced that the science
departments and other disciplines can participate in community programs as well.
No one can deny the tremendous contribution that professors who
devote most of their time to research are making to the total sum of
constructive knowledge but more attention should be given to those
able teachers who may do less research but who devote much time to
counseling and helping their students. An able, outstanding teacher
should receive as much by way of salary as the research man who does
little or no teaching or if he does teach, his classes are turned over
to graduate assistants.
I believe that the students themselves will, in the years ahead,
require that able research professors devote considerably more time
to teaching and to the students than is normally required at the
present time, especially in the colleges attached to large universities
where graduate assistants relieve the major professors of teaching and
of contact with the undergraduate students.
Let me comment on one of the points President Levi touched on
last night in his address, 'The Roads and Purposes," that is, the need
of more diversity and experimentation in our undergraduate teaching.
After concluding twenty-seven years as President of a small college,
I was forced to say in my final address at the college that this lack
of diversity and experimentation on the part of the college faculty
was one of my chief disappointments. I had to conclude that it often
happens that conservatism in educational matters is not always the
fault of the administration. I really believe that my faculty on the
whole was far more conservative and less ready to accept changes
in the curriculum and less willing to experiment in order to find new
ways of doing things than the administration was. They were able
men and women. They held A.M. and Ph.D. degrees from some of
the most prestigious and renowned universities in this country. And
yet, I found a reluctance to change that was baffling.
I am certain that some of the complaints that students often make
of irrelevant methods and courses can be explained by the fact that
too many professors are not willing to try new courses and new ways
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of teaching. I know that experimentation for the mere sake of experimenting will serve no useful purpose without an instrument designed
to evalua te the results of the experiment.
I cannot assume that my experiences can be universally validated
but it seems clear to me that the colleges tha t will stand the best
chance of keeping curricula relevant and the best chance of finding
dollars to support their institutions will be those institutions that are
not allergic to experimentation and change. And all of this goes back
to what we said earlier in this talk- when we talk about what is
relevant in general and liberal education we are really talking about
"How releva nt are the men and women who teach in our colleges
and universities."
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